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Alcohol Addiction: Information and Advice

Introduction
Alcohol is our favourite drug. Most of us use it for enjoyment, but for
some of us, drinking can become a serious problem.

In fact, alcohol causes much more harm than illegal drugs like heroin
and cannabis. It is a tranquilliser, it is addictive, and is the cause of
many hospital admissions for physical illnesses and accidents.

Problems with alcohol

Many of these problems are caused by having too much to drink

at the wrong place or time. Alcohol affects your judgment, so you

do things you wouldn’t normally think of. It makes you less aware

of risks and so more vulnerable. You are more likely to have fights,
arguments, money troubles, family upsets, or spur-of-the-moment
casual sex. Alcohol helps to cause accidents at home, on the roads, in
the water and on playing fields.

Problems with alcohol — physical health

Being very drunk can lead to severe hangovers, stomach pains
(gastritis), vomiting blood, unconsciousness and even death. Drinking
too much over a long period of time can cause liver disease and
increases the risk of some kinds of cancer. It can reduce the risk of
heart disease for men over 40 and women of menopausal age — but
only if their drinking is very moderate.

Problems with alcohol — mental health

Although we tend to think of alcohol as something we use to make
us feel good, heavy drinking can bring on depression. Many people
who commit suicide have had drinking problems. Alcohol can stop
your memory from working properly and can cause brain damage.
It can even make you hear noises and voices — a very unpleasant
experience which can be hard to get rid of.

Warning signs
Alcohol is addictive. Some warning signs are:

* You do not feel right without a drink, or need a drink to start
the day.

¢ You get very shaky, sweaty, and anxious/tense a few hours after
your last drink.

e You can drink a lot without becoming drunk.
¢ You need to drink more and more to get the same effect.
e You try to stop, but find you can't.

e You carry on drinking even though you can see it is interfering with
your work, family and relationships.

¢ You get ‘'memory blanks’ where you can’t remember what
happened for a period of hours or days.



Dealing with alcohol problems

If you are worried about your drinking or a friend’s drinking, tell them
—they need to make changes as soon as possible. It is much easier to
cut back before drinking problems damage your health than it is once
they are out of hand.

First steps

Keep a diary of your drinking — you may be surprised by how much
you really do drink, and this can give you the motivation to cut down.
It helps if you can talk your plans over with a friend or relative. Do not
be ashamed to tell someone. Most real friends will be pleased to help
—you may find they have been worried about you for some time.

Getting help

If you find it hard to change your drinking habits then try talking to
your GP or go for advice to a local alcohol organisation (see below
for contact details). If you feel you cannot stop because you get too
shaky or restless and jumpy when you try to cut down, your doctor
can often help with some medication for a short time. If you still find
it very difficult to change, then you may need specialist help.

Changing habits

We all find it hard to change a habit, particularly one that plays such
a large part in our lives. There are three steps in dealing with the
problem:

e Realising and accepting that there is a problem.
e Getting help to break the habit.
e Keeping going once you have begun to make changes.

You may find that you have been using alcohol as a way of handling
stress and worries. A psychiatrist or a psychologist may be able to
help you find ways of overcoming these worries that do not involve
relying on drink.

Groups where you meet other people with similar problems can often
be very helpful. There are self-help groups like Alcoholics Anonymous,
or those run by professionals at an alcohol treatment unit.

Most people dealing with their drink problems do not need to go into
hospital. Some people will need to get away from the places where
they drink and the people they drink with. For them, a short time in
an alcohol treatment unit may be necessary. Medications are mainly
used for ‘drying out" if you get withdrawal symptoms. It is important
to avoid relying on tranquillisers as an alternative.

Anyone who drinks can develop an alcohol problem — and some
people lose everything — alcohol is a major cause of homelessness.
Although some people may just need support and to talk, others may
need longer-term help so that they can get somewhere to live, start to
make relationships again and get back to work.

Tackling your alcohol problem can be hard work, but it pays off in the
end by making a difference across all aspects of your life.

How much alcohol is too much?

Some drinks are stronger than others. The easiest way to work
out how much we are drinking is to count ‘units’ of alcohol.

1 unit is 1ml of alcohol — the amount in a standard pub measure
of spirits, a half pint of normal strength beer or lager, or a small
glass of wine.

If a man and woman of the same weight drink the same amount
of alcohol, the woman will have a much higher amount in her
bodily organs than the man. So, unfair as it may seem, the safe
limit is lower for women (14 units per week) than for men

(21 units per week).

Binge drinking
How much you drink at one time is also important. These ‘safe
limits” assume that our drinking is spread out through the week.

In any one day, it is best for a man to drink no more than 4 units
and for a woman to drink no more than 3 units. Drinking over

8 units in a day for men, or 6 units for women is known as
‘binge drinking'.

You can drink above the safe limit on one night, but still remain
within your ‘safe’ limit for the week. There is some evidence that,
even a couple of days of binge drinking, may start to kill off brain
cells. This was previously thought only to happen with people
who drank continuously for long periods of time. Binge drinking
also seems to be connected with an increased risk of early death
in middle aged men.
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Overcoming Alcohol Addiction: The Path to Wellness
with Capio Nightingale Hospital

The aim of our Inpatient Addictions Unit is to arrest and reverse the
devastating and destructive consequences of addiction and consists
of the following:

e Free initial assessments.

¢ A multi-disciplinary team consisting of specialists in addictions
treatment.

e Individualised treatment programmes.

A biopsychosocial approach using CBT (Cognitive Behavioural
Therapy), MET (Motivational Enhancement Therapy) and TSF (Twelve
Step Facilitation).

We detox, motivate, educate, support and promote positive and
constructive thinking in a group setting.

Treatment is the first step, but maintenance is the key to long term
recovery, so relapse prevention is a vital component. Anyone can
undergo treatment, but relapse in the outside world is the greatest
danger. With this in mind treatment does not end on discharge, we
offer a step down day care programme, individual counselling to
fortify and prolong motivation, plus free aftercare groups for patients
and family members.

The Addictions Unit guarantees that patients are treated in an
understanding, safe and caring environment, that treatment is
delivered with proven therapies by skilled specialists, and that our
treatment approaches are constantly evolving alongside new research.

We endeavour to give our patients the best care possible, resulting in
a sustained and rewarding recovery.

Capio Nightingale Hospital is the leading independent mental health
hospital in central London.

For more information on our services, funding options and how to
access treatment please request a brochure or call our Admissions
Team on 0800 783 0594 (24hr), email info@nightingalehospital.co.uk,
or visit our website: www.nightingalehospital.co.uk



